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“The book is not a military biography of T. E.
Lawrence, nor even a military history of the Arab
Revolt—though it involves both. Rather, it is an at‐
tempt to understand the war that played out in the
Middle East between 1914 and 1918 in all its di‐
mensions—the war that has given the region its
essential form throughout the century since” (p.
xiii). So writes Neil Faulkner cautiously to inform
the reader what to expect from the rest of his re‐
cent book, Lawrence of Arabia's War: The Arabs,
the British and the Remaking of the Middle East in
WWI. Throughout his 552-page tome, Faulkner
treats the British campaigns in Sinai and later at
the gates of Palestine along with the Britishbacked Arab Revolt as an integrated whole (noting
that they have been studied separately thus far),
and adroitly explains how they converged across
both time and space. In an attempt to write a hol‐
istic history of the First World War in the Middle
East, the author also incorporates into his account
archeological and anthropological insights that he
was able to garner from the extensive fieldwork
carried out from 2006 to 2016 under the Great
Arab Revolt Project. After seventeen chronologic‐
ally arranged chapters, Faulkner comes to a con‐
clusion in which he invokess David Fromkin’s
sweeping phrase “a peace to end all peace” and ar‐
gues that the seeds of today’s fractured Middle

East were indeed sown during the First World
War.
Faulkner devotes the first quarter of the book
to the historical dynamics that eventually brought
the multiethnic British and Ottoman Empires into
conflict on the sands of Sinai. He initially provides
a sound analysis of how the Ottoman Empire
rolled into the war against Britain and how both
sides perceived each other on that path. The major
Allied powers had imperial designs on Ottoman
territories; thus, the author notes, they were
aware that an Ottoman alliance would not benefit
their ends in the event of an Allied victory.
Faulkner also acknowledges that the Ottoman Em‐
pire was not dragged into the war by a hostile En‐
tente or its German ally but rather was motivated
by its own reasons and objectives to enter the war.
A “revanchist” impetus, along with geopolitical
imperatives, prompted the Ottoman government
to perceive Germany as “the only power which de‐
sired to see Turkey strong,” and eventually en‐
sured a pro-German militarist mind-set over a
pro-Entente faction in CUP leadership (p. 51). Fol‐
lowing this introduction to the Ottoman road to
war comes a thorough comparison of Ottoman
military power in all its aspects to its counterparts
in the Entente block. Compounded by an insuffi‐
cient industrial base, the lack of experienced of‐
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the men in arms by making use of firsthand ac‐

Despite the title of the book, as Faulkner

counts.

warns at the beginning, the figure of Lawrence
does not dominate the narrative. Yet, in addition
to being the mastermind behind the strategy of
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the Arab Revolt, in Faulkner’s portrayal, Lawrence

Despite the shortcomings mentioned above,

also appears as “a metaphor for the imperialism,

Faulkner’s Lawrence of Arabia's War constitutes

violence and betrayals that tore the region apart a

one of the best accounts of the First World War in

century ago and has left it divided into warring

the Middle East to date, particularly because of its

fragments ever since” (p. xvi). Lawrence was

interdisciplinary approach. Faulkner does an ex‐

caught between the realpolitik of British imperial‐

cellent job of analyzing the British campaigns in

ism and the Arab desire for self-rule, which ac‐

the context of the Arab Revolt, especially by mov‐

cording to the author made him suffer “an inner

ing beyond the traditional concept of military his‐

psychic crisis” both during and after the war (p.
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ological insights, the book provides a better under‐
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disorder, but rather would be misleading.

Lawrence of Arabia's War, therefore, is a mustread not just for academics, but also for those in‐

Throughout the book, Faulkner also attempts

terested in exploring what unfolded in the Middle

to highlight the tragedy of the war, defining the

Eastern theater of the First World War.

war in the Middle East as “a conflict whose violent
consequences have ricocheted across the region

Note

for a century” (p. xiv). However, his account of the

[1]. See Heath Lowry, The Story behind Am‐

violence committed by soldiers on both sides re‐

bassador Morgenthau's Story (Istanbul: Isis Press,

mains partial. While Faulkner continually ad‐

1990).

dresses “the medieval barbarism” of the Ottoman
military and public administration (pp. 184-187),
he allocates considerably less space to the violent
acts of British soldiers (p. 384). Making this con‐
trast even more dramatic, the author tries to pro‐
mote a more advanced “genocide and ethniccleansing” of Armenians than can be gleaned from
Lawrence’s account (p. 78). Further to that, his
rendition is imbalanced source-wise, too. Peter
Balakian’s The Burning Tigris: The Armenian Gen‐
ocide and America's Response (2003) and Henry
Morgenthau’s memoir, whose accuracy on this is‐
sue is still in question,[1] stand out as the only
sources of which Faulkner makes use. The author
puts a particular blame for this imbalance on the
closure of the Turkish military archives to foreign
scholars, but this inequity is not confined to the
Armenian question and instead repeats itself
throughout the book. He could have consulted
translated versions of accounts written by Turkish
historians, which would have been fruitful in
terms of seeing “the other side of the hill.”
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